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Life After Steel: How COVID-19 Shed Light on Canton
Township's Industrial Past
Daniel D. Dillon
West Virginia University Eberly College
Undeniably, the COVID-19 pandemic has changed the ways in which life carries on,
whether this manifests in the forms of altering how people interact or how individuals work to
further career goals. In the field of archaeology, attending an accredited field school takes
central importance to developing much needed skills; however, the virus made such
opportunities nonexistent. Seeking a remedy for this rapidly changing situation, I decided to
run a “field school” in my parents’ backyard. Beyond the nearly 300 artifacts recovered, a
largely unexplored history of Canton Township in Washington, Pennsylvania was uncovered.
Just a few feet below the suburban landscape lies the remnants of an industrial past–one that
speaks to the revolutionary steel technology that once dominated the land and permeated into
the lives of nearly all of those living there. Through archaeological inquiry assisted by archival
research, what started out as a nontraditional attempt to gain basic archaeological experience
developed into a narrative of transformations from rural landscapes to mill-dominated
complexes to modern suburbs. Moreover, this article reveals the idea that history is all around
us and, in some cases, may lie right under our backyards.
Introduction
As a student of anthropology looking to
work in the field of archaeology, field schools
over the summer are a must. By March of 2020,
prospects of gaining real archaeological
experience dwindled, leaving many with no
opportunities to delve into the world of the
past. Even smaller, local schools had officially
canceled their summer digs by the early
summer months and an all-too-typical sense
of
pandemic-induced
dread
and
disappointment overtook once optimistic
attitudes. Desperate times call for desperate
measures indeed, so I eventually worked up the
courage to ask my family if excavating the
backyard was an option. I found myself
fortunate enough to ask during a time of stasis
where every member of my family was itching
to find something new to do. The backyard was
too plain to ignore during this time and my
family responded by explaining that they had
always wanted a fire pit area where they could
meet with neighbors and relax. This would
require a substantial amount of digging and
they
had
finally
found
someone
overwhelmingly eager to get their hands dirty.

Thus marks the beginning of the excavation
work in what would come to be known as The
Canton Storeyard.
It should be noted that the nature of this
archaeological work maintains an ethical
design, taking into consideration the recent
nature of the artifacts and being a member of
the descendant community. Regardless of the
fact that the property owners are my parents, I
still received consent to dig on their
property–especially since digging in a random
backyard is not advisable.
Historical Background and Context

Tucked away in the suburbs of Canton
Township,
Washington
County,
Pennsylvania, the site is situated in the
rolling hills of what once was a rural
landscape. As early as the 19th century,
Canton
Township
developed
as
a
stronghold of farming that was slowly
overtaken by building projects and, more
importantly, factories and mills. This
development is reflected in the population
trends of Canton Township, during which
the steel industry grew and collapsed. Since
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1930, the population of 5,598 quickly grew
during the mill’s construction and
operation, peaking in 1980 at 10,331. Once
the mill had closed in the early 1990s, the
population fell to 8,375 as of 2010, see
Figure 3.3
Moreover, maps dating as far back as 1897
reveal a continued industrial presence, note
Figures 1 and 2.1
Canton Township is currently designated as
an area of R-3 medium density, intersecting
with a C-2 general commercial area and an M2 heavy industrial sector. To clarify, any “R”

designation refers to a residential area while
“C” is a commercial area with shops and “M”
is an area where one can expect industrial
complexes. The location of the site is within a
decently dense residential area, essentially
meaning a suburb. This coincides with the past
designations of where the mill was located, just
off Jefferson Avenue and on Woodland and
Griffith Avenues at the intersection of main
roads, industrial buildings, and suburbs.2 The
site of the dig is pictured just to the right of the
top-left factory in Figure 2, which speaks to
the fascinating point that the area has always
been used in some capacity for hundreds of
years.
Methods
The specific site of excavation is located
within a residential sector of Canton Township
in the backyard of a home built in 1955 (Figure
4).4 One pit measuring roughly five by five
meters was excavated at a maximum depth of
approximately one meter. Certain areas of the
site were dug at much smaller depths of less

Figure 1. An 1897 Drawn Map of Washington, Pennsylvania
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Figure 2. A Close-up on Canton Township, which is located in the upper left corner of the 1897 map. Of
particular interest is the continued presence of mills, the smoke billowing from them can be noted in the
upper-left corner.

Figure 4. Washington county, Pennsylvania. The
city of Washington is located in the center of the
county.

than one-quarter of a meter for the sake of
keeping the pit level, since it was on an 8.33degree slope westward. From May 2nd to June
27th of 2020, the site was dug predominantly
through a topsoil layer of fescue grass,
terminating at a layer of podzolic soil, which is

soil composed of heavy clay accumulations. As
is standard with archaeological procedures, this
began with a triangulated square (Figure 5) that
was then dug as a test pit. The promising finds
in the immediate area, initially coal and other
lithics, warranted digging in all directions,
namely west, north, and south. The main
control over the time period was through the
pit terminating at the lower layer of clay. The
topsoil was removed and excavation was only in
the podzolic layer. Slight deviations from
standard procedures did occur, mostly due to
the fact that the excavation was not just for
personal interests, but also to fulfill digging out
a suitable area for a fire pit as per my family’s
request. The fascinating intersection of
personal archaeological inquiry and familial
desires for beautifying the backyard cannot be
understated throughout this work.
Following excavation, archival research was
conducted to contextualize the artifacts and
build potential interpretations of the site’s use
ː˕

Dillon

Figure 5. Establishing a Test Pit via Triangulation,
the process of digging a test pit involves creating a
“perfect” square using triangulation/the
Pythagorean Theorem, which is then dug out before
expanding in other directions. The old fire pit cover
is pictured but holds no particular significance.

prior to the house’s construction in 1955.
Sources ranging from the Library of Congress
to to the local newspaper, The Observer
Reporter, were used for information on the
steel mill and the historic uses of the area that
the suburb stands on today.
Results
The Canton Storeyard churned up quite the
discussion
in
the
small
suburban
neighborhood. Calling back once again to the
COVID-19 pandemic, official surveys and teams
of archaeologists were absent due to the nature
of this research, although discussions were at
one point underway to officially register the
site with the Society for Pennsylvania
Archaeology (SPA). This process eventually was
halted later in the year, as the property owners
did not wish for any further excavations at the
site.
As I dug through the summer, neighbors
would approach me to tell stories about what
they recall Canton looking like during the mid
to late steel mill era, circa the 1960s - 1980s.
The large mill stood not far from the site,
roughly 1.8 kilometers to the southeast.
ː˖

Figure 6. Photograph of excavated red dog
variations.

Storeyards dotted the area and covered the
rolling hills further up the road from the mill,
approximately around where the site was dug.
It was common, so people in the area say, that
the mills would find unoccupied areas to place
excess or waste coal and any other byproducts
that were unwanted in the immediate vicinity.
The stories shared during this time seemed at
first casual and interesting, but ultimately
became
valuable
sources
for
later
interpretations.
Excavation Results
Initial artifact processing yielded a
substantial amount of lithics ranging from
shale and slate to mill slag and “red dog”
(Figure 6). It is worth noting that red dog is a
colloquial term that refers to lithics and coal
that were accidentally burnt. Coal waste was
usually placed in large piles and heat would
build up internally. The resulting heat caused
internal combustion, with the low-oxygen
environment then turning the rocks red. Red
dog was commonly used to pave roads and
driveways
throughout
southwestern
Pennsylvania as well. Companies used this
inexpensive material and laid it on top of mud
to create roads, all the while getting rid of the
masses of waste and saving large amounts of
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Figure 7. Artifact Recovery, pictured beneath the graphic includes a grouped image of geologic materials
followed by excavated barbed wire fencing. Stones from left to right are coal, shale, and slate..

money.6 Classification of red dog was tricky
given that it is rather versatile in appearance.
Any carbonaceous shale or coal waste that has
even slightly reddened is classified as red dog.
Table 1 best catalogs the findings at the site,
including identifications of geologic materials
among other fragmented ceramics, glass, and
barbed wire, some of which are pictured with
the accompanying graphic (Figure 7). Artifacts
designated as “likely pre-construction” were
associated with the byproducts and structures

from the steel mill period, pre-1955. Those that
are “likely during/post-construction” were
primarily materials associated with suburban
living, including beer bottle and tarp fragments
that are likely post-1955.
Fragments of one glass beer bottle, amber
in color and with a notably small punt, likely
date to the 1950s. One fragment in particular
yielded sufficient information to identify it as
part of a class of amber-colored bottles that
were quite common in the decade. Given the
limited information from the fragments

Artifacts Recovered (Number and Type)
Likely Pre-Construction
Likely During/Post-Construction
30 "Red dog"
81 Coal
19 Slate

4 Barbed Wire
Fragments

1 Potsherd
1 Ceramic
Fragment

15 Wood
Pieces

3 Beer Bottle
Fragments

1 Plastic
Fragment

1 Jar Fragment

2 Tarp
Fragments

1 Glass Shard

43 Shale
7 Slag
78 Sandstone
Table 1. Catalog of findings at the site, including identifications of geologic materials among other
fragmented ceramics, glass, and barbed wire.
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themselves, the closest available match would
be a 1958 Coors bottle, which was tentatively
identified using both the Society for Historical
Archaeology and research into antique beer
This
pairs
well
with
the
bottles.6,7
interpretations of pre- and post-construction
periods, since the bottles line up temporally
post-1955.
Archival Research and the Industrial Past
Canton Township has been generally
disenfranchised when it comes to historical
coverage and research. Why this might be
remains a mystery, but it even goes so far that
the innovation of Z-mill steel was a major part
of NASA’s Project Mercury, but the city in
which this steel was manufactured goes
unrecognized. For reference, Washington Steel
Corporation was the first of its kind to utilize
the process of the Z-mill, which made thinner
sheets of steel. Despite the general consensus
that the steel industry dominated life in
Canton, the 1990s bankruptcy appeared to
nearly expunge detailed records regarding the
specific mill. Newspapers dating to the 1980s
do discuss Washington Steel Corporation but,
as a whole, information is scarce. The discovery
of this general underprivileged representation
further drove my research into the city’s past,
though at present, adequate documentation of
the mills in Canton Township has been
somewhat difficult to find and will likely
require further work.8
Another find that occurred not with the
excavation but within archival research deals
with the potential correlation between the
mill’s activity and the population of the
township. Interestingly, the population of
Canton Township coincides with the rise and
fall of the steel industry in the area. The
interpretation of the population changes in the
area are elaborated in the following discussion
section.
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Discussion
The likely explanation of the site’s use is
that it was a storeyard during the steel mill’s
operation. The findings of barbed wire along
the southern wall indicate that the area could
have been fenced off to prevent locals from
getting into the materials belonging to the
corporation. Closer evaluations of the coal
found also reveal that the coal itself is not likely
to be entirely waste. One piece of coal was
burnt, despite protestations, and showed
promise that pointed toward the masses of coal
being useful and not necessarily part of a
“boney” pile.
Despite the destruction of artifacts being
highly unethical, this article once again must
blend archaeological standards with colloquial
ones. In this case, my father lit a piece of coal
on fire despite me telling him not to do so.
Regardless, the process still generated useful
data. For further clarification, boney is a
western Pennsylvanian term for waste coal and
byproducts of mining. This coal would not be
used. Perhaps in the past, prior to roughly 1955,
this area was used for easy-access storage and
waste disposal. As the decades progressed, a
suburban home was built where it still stands
today and activity from this site can also be
found in the higher levels of the dig. These
interpretations are strengthened through
personal evidence in the sense that speaking
with my parents about the history of their
home revealed that the materials excavated
underneath the podzolic layer likely predate
1955 and those on top are likely somewhat
within the 1955 - 1960 range. This is supported
by the fact that the house was built on the
property in 1955 and during that year, the
backyard was filled in with new soil and covered
in fescue grass.
Expanding on the Canton Township
population trends found in archival research,
perhaps the recent 2020 census would reveal a
similar decline as the mill no longer stands and
the original residents have aged considerably.
From the perspective of someone who had lived
in Canton from ages nine to 21, the children of
Canton residents appear to have a tendency to

leave after college now that job prospects in the
mills have dwindled significantly. My friends,
as well as myself, no longer live permanently in
the area and sought to go to school in various
places, namely in larger Pennsylvania cities or
other states such as West Virginia and Illinois.
Residents appeared to flock to this area when
the Washington Steel Corporation implemented
the novel Z-mill, which promised new
techniques and, more importantly, more jobs in
the growing industry.3 Though this is not
necessarily
in
direct
relation
to
the
interpretation of the storeyard, it does assist in
understanding the context surrounding it. As
the township developed, past storeyards were
potentially covered up quickly as houses were
built, which could explain the presence of the
artifacts just beneath the surface.
The multiple lines of evidence used for
interpretation all assist in the creation of a
more representative narrative of land use in the
area before, during, and after the steel mill era.
While the archaeological information is a
valuable line of evidence, the oral histories and
archival research enrich the story and provide
details about the sudden population booms and
declines in Canton Township. Though this
represents a highly nontraditional response to
a nontraditional period of time, the multiple
methodological
approaches
structure
a
narrative that highlights the complexities of
life in smaller rural communities that became
suburban.
Conclusions
The ongoing situation with the pandemic
has called for turning inward and evaluating
the environment around individuals on a much
smaller scale than before. With this, looking
inward at the immediate landscape of Canton
Township yielded information regarding an
industrial past that today is overshadowed by
modern suburbia. The excavation conducted
potentially revealed a previous storeyard,
including deposits of both the inputs and
outputs of steel manufacturing, and then
showed a higher layer of refuse, perhaps from
the construction of the house that occurred in

1955. Equally worth noting are the fascinating
circumstances that this excavation took place
under and the blending of academic standards
with
informal
methods
coming
from
anthropologists and non-anthropologists alike.
Conducting archaeological and historical work
with the local community in this sense was of
great value and created a sense of community
during a difficult time, which cannot be
understated. Continuing this work can grant
further insight into the shift from the steel
industry boom to the quiet structures of
suburbia and can continue to speak to the fact
that, yes, history is all around us. Though it
may go unnoticed, objects and artifacts appear
to be lurking around every corner and may,
after all, be just under our feet.
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